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Council plans for Highland wind farms'moderated'

JOHN ROSS 

THE development of wind farms in the Highlands looks likely to be restricted to just three areas after the local authority revised its renewable energy strategy. 

Last month, Highland Council issued a draft blueprint for consultation which earmarked 11 sites in Caithness, Sutherland, Ross-shire and Inverness-shire where major wind farms could be built. 
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However, following a meeting with objectors last month, a revised plan, to be discussed tomorrow, has been published which confines the areas to East Sutherland, Easter Ross and part of the Monadliath mountains. 

The area still extends to 316 square kilometres and is said to have enough generation potential to achieve the onshore wind target of 1,400 megawatts (mW) by 2020. The target itself has been reduced from 2,000mW after officials admitted the previous figure was over-ambitious. 

John Rennilson, the council's planning director, said the three "wind park" areas could accommodate multiple wind farms and have less of an impact than widely-dispersed sites. 

He said another six to 25 locations, totalling 280 square kilometres, have been identified as "possible" sites for wind farms, but most would be suitable only for smaller-scale community wind schemes. 

These would include areas in Skye, Caithness, Sutherland, Ross-shire and Inverness-shire. 

The revised strategy will be discussed by the council's planning, development, Europe and tourism committee ahead of the full council adopting a policy on 4 May. 

Highland Council began the process due to the lack of a national policy on renewables. 

Mr Rennilson said that, if they were properly developed, renewables could create jobs and improve living standards while reducing fuel bills and carbon dioxide emissions. 

But he added: "There is substantial concern that renewable energy should be developed on a cautious scale and in a benign way." 

John Hodgson, an opponent of wind farms in Skye, said: "I am pleased that the council has reduced the number of preferred areas. 

"But what still concerns [objectors] is there are still areas of possible primary development for large-scale wind farms and large areas for small-scale wind farms. This includes an area [Skye] which is considered on a par with Edinburgh for tourist numbers." 

"If you start plastering the landscape with turbines it would cause considerable concern." 

Last month, objectors called for a moratorium on all wind farm projects in the Highlands until a new strategy was drawn up. 

One opponent claimed up to 20 per cent of the region would be visually blighted by wind farms if the previous draft strategy was approved.
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